Undergraduate and graduate curricula do an excellent job of informing students of the importance of biodiversity and the drivers of the extinction crisis that is currently threatening the world's biota. However, an essential component of studying this biological diversity is being able to identify, name, and describe species, families, and phyla. Increasingly these important skills are becoming the domain of a small number of specialists and are often all but ignored in undergraduate education.
mastered and the suggested routine is followed, it should be possible to identify most forest plants to the family level. Students examining a plant for the first time are instructed to study phyllotaxy, leaf type (simple vs. compound), leaf characteristics such as venation and the presence of pellucid dots or hairs, presence or absence of stipules, sap exudations, odor, and bark characteristics.
A glossary provides definitions and photographic illustrations of basic botanical terminology. The terminology may be daunting at first, but great effort has been made to keep terminology to a minimum and to write descriptions in plain English (as well as in plain Spanish).
After following the routine for examining a plant, students may then consult the Plant Family Matrix, Key to Plant Families, or go straight to the Plant Family List and select the appropriate family page. The Plant Family Matrix is a user-friendly tool designed to work for most woody plants encountered in the neotropics. The Plant Family Matrix was developed by Dr. Humberto Jiménez Saa for teaching Tropical Dendrology to students of all levels from professional foresters to undergraduates (Jimenez 1969 ‹www. hjimenez.org› It builds upon early work by Dr. Leslie Holdridge aimed at elucidating plant families using only vegetative material. In tropical forests, leaves and bark are almost always available, but flowers and fruits are seasonal and often hidden from those of us who cannot access the canopy the same way as a monkey, bird, or bee. Traditional plant identification and classification is based on flowers that are readily available to most temperate zone botanists, but not easily accessible in most tropical forests.
The Plant Family Matrix consists of eight sections based upon phyllotaxy (alternate vs. opposite or whorled), leaf type (simple vs. compound), and the presence or absence of stipules. Once these three basic pieces of information have been determined, it is a matter of identifying the combination of two or three other traits that allow the user to determine the family to which a plant belongs.
Strictly speaking, The Matrix is not a taxonomic key. It does not set out to identify any and all plant specimens. It doesn't even claim to work all the time. BUT it works MOST of the time and is relatively easy to use once you learn some basic terminology and agree to follow the routine described in "How To Examine A Plant." The current matrix is designed primarily for woody dicots.
The "Key to Plant Families" is a simplified version of the one developed by Alwyn Gentry in his monumental Field Guide to the Families and Genera of Woody Plants of Northwest South America.
As a short-cut for students to figuring out which plants they are most likely to encounter in the field, a series of Top Ten Lists are provided to help students develop a feel for which of the families, genera, and tree species are most common in the La Selva forest. This information has been gleaned from many years of scientific study, and will not be common knowledge for most students (Hartshorn and Hammel 1994) .
The most important component of RainforestPlants is the collection of Plant Family pages. A separate page is devoted to each of the 65 selected families (Table 2) . A description (English and Spanish) of the family is accompanied by an overview of economic uses and a line drawing of a representative species. A list is provided of the genera and numbers of species in each genus found at the La Selva Biological 
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Station. This is followed by a set of field marks that are readily observed with the naked eye or use of hand lens. Finally, color photographs illustrate the field marks and representative species.
There are other sites on the web devoted to tropical botany, such as the excellent Digital Flora of La Selva; however they are either too comprehensive and overwhelming to undergraduates or incomplete. In either case they are not aimed at an undergraduate audience with a limited botanical vocabulary.
Students in the Tropical Field Biology course at Wheaton College represent the original target audience for RainforestPlants. However, RainforestPlants should prove useful for tropical biologists of all kinds including undergraduates, graduate students, college professors, natural history guides, and ecotourists. While the families and examples have been chosen from the flora of La Selva, the same families and most of the examples will be found at field sites throughout the neotropics.
RainforestPlants is a wiki and, therefore, open to continual improvements and contributions that are in keeping with its original mission as a teaching tool that is easily accessible to undergraduates beginning their study of tropical forest plants. Comments and suggestions for improvements should be directed to Scott Shumway at sshumway@wheatonma.edu.
